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MEMORANDUM FOR DR. KISSINGER 

From: W. R. Smyser^^^ 

John D. Negroponte 

Subj: The Internal Situation in South Vietnam 

Attached is the paper you requested on the internal situation in 
South Vietnam and on the 1971 elections. The paper was drafted largely 
by Smyser with contributions from Negroponte. 

You should know that we differ on our estimate regarding the outcome 
of the 1971 elections, reflecting the fact that this will be the first meaning- 
ful presidential contest in the history of Vietnam. Smyser thinks that 
Minh has a chance to win, though the odds favor Thieu somewhat (perhaps 
60-40) . Negroponte believes that Thieu will have to work very hard, but 
that he is virtually certain to win. 
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THE INTERNAL POLITICAL SITUATION, THE 1971 ELECTIONS AND 
CERTAIN POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

THE SYSTEM 


For the returning visitor the single most striking element in South 
Vietnam s political life today is the degree to which the institutions of 
the 1967 constitution have taken hold. Politicians and non-politicians alike 
discuss their problems and ambitions in terms of the constitutional system. 


Within this system a new breed of South Vietnamese political leaders 
is beginning to emerge. They are best characterized as a "loyal opposi- 
tion" to the present military government. They are strongly nationalist. 
They are more free than their predecessors of anti-colonial scars and 
complexes and of the self- recriminations of the post-Diem period. They 
are idealist, but also quite pragmatic. Most important, they have no 
illusions that they can profitably collaborate with the Communists. 

They do not appear disposed to modify the present constitutional 
system to suit Hanoi's demand for an imposed coalition. 


However, like their predecessors in the Saigon cabarets, the new 
political leaders still lack networks in the countryside. Many have 
campaigned extensively and have some following, but they lack wide- 
spread and permanent organizations to match or even parallel the 
government and ..the Viet Cong. Only the Buddhists are working hard 
to develop such an organization. 


THE GOVERNMENT 


The GVN has also taken hold as an institution. Its writ runs wider 
than any government since Diem's. Its leaders are generally known, 
even to the peasants in the villages. President Thieu generally evokes 
sympathetic reactions when he travels through the countryside. Many 
GVN programs are probably welcome and even popular there. The 
government helps the villagers and does not impose harsh taxation. 

In the cities it is another story. The swell of population, the rampant 
inflation, and the government's haphazard heavy-handedness have gener- 
ated resentment and frustration. Even though the government is not the 
cause of all urban ills, it is certainly the scapegoat. 
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Thus, while the government is strong it is not generally popular* 

Corruption is a pervasive and even dominant factor in South Vietnam's 
daily life* Everybody talks about it, but nobody does anything. It runs 
all the way from the petty fee -mongering of underpaid bureaucrats to the 
rumored (and probably true) windfalls gained by top government and 
military leaders in connection with import licenses, U* S. aid funds, and 
such diverse items as timber exploitation in newly pacified areas. 

In a country at war, the government has failed to project an image 
either of austerity or dynamism. It has not persuaded the people that 
it knows the solution to their problems. But it is given some decent marks 
for trying, and it has stability and presence. These, combined with a 
ponderous efficiency, are not inconsiderable assets. It remains to be 
seen whether they can win victory over the Communists or even over 
the internal political opposition in 1971. 

THE 1971 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS 


Although the presidential elections are still ten months away, they 
are already at the center of all South Vietnamese political discussion. 

The election law has not been promulgated or even drafted, but it 
probably will be by Tet 1971. A number of persons, including officials 
of the National Assembly, have told us that the government will propose 
and press provisions to reduce the number of candidates. 

Whatever the final number of contestants, however, the main struggle 
now shapes up as a battle between President Thieu and General Minh, 
with Vice President Ky as a potential spoiler ready to be bought off. 

Minh has not officially announced his candidacy (for that matter, 
neither has Thieu). But he has privately indicated that he will run, and 
it is widely expected that he will. He is said to recognize that his popular- 
ity is based on his role in Diem's downfall, which is already seven years 
back. He cannot trade on it forever. 

Minh's greatest asset is this popularity, which is particularly strong 
in the cities and in the northern Buddhist areas. Although he is an ethnic 
southerner, his popularity in the Mekong Delta is less certain. 
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Minh suffers from some severe handicaps. He is widely reputed to 
be lazy and to be an ineffective and unintelligent leader. In 1963, after 
Diem’s fall, Minh di>d not take charge. Many politicians who oppose 
Thieu therefore hesitate to support Minh against him. They doubt that 
Minh can run the government. They also fear that he is too trusting and 
inefficient to defeat the Communists or to avoid being lured into unsound 
schemes by ambitious neutralist plotters. 

Minh's other great weakness is his lack of any political organization. 
He has an instinctive aversion to the tawdry task of creating and main- 
taining an organized political base. Instead, he believes he should be 
swept in by a massive spontaneous outpouring of the popular will. He 
may really believe that his leadership of the coup against Diem gained 
him the traditional "Mandate of Heaven, 11 and that power will thus be 
conferred on him as a matter of right without his having to fight for it. 

Minh’s only hope of overcoming this organizational handicap are the 
An Quang Buddhists, who have recently entered the constitutional political 
scene with considerable talent and energy. They are rapidly building 
the kind of political organization necessary to gain votes and watch the 
polling places. But it is not certain that they will be ready in time for 
the 1971 elections, or even that they will support Minh. 

Negotiations between Miinh and the Buddhists are reputed to be taking 
place. The Buddhists are probably tempted to work with Minh. They 
could gain an important share of power through his victory. But they 
are reported to fear that he cannot lead the country effectively against 
the Communists. Moreover, while Minh and the Buddhists may believe 
they need each other, neither wishes to become the other’s permanent 

ward (or guardian). What may emerge is a marriage of convenience with 
no mutual guarantee of permanence. 

There has recently been talk of an even greater marriage of con- 
venience: an arrangement under which Thieu and Minh would collaborate. 
The former would remain Chief of State under this scheme and the latter 
would become Chief of the General Staff. They would campaign together. 

This arrangement must have a certain charm for the Vietnamese, who 
do not instinctively relish meaningful electoral confrontations. But the 
chances for such an accomodation must be rated less than even. Minh 
has been Chief of Staff already - at a time when Thieu was only a Colonel. 
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He has held higher positions since, including Chief of State. A more 
likely arrangement would be for Minh to become head of some new 
high council with no administrative responsibilities but great prestige. 
Even that may be unattainable. The mutual suspicion between the two 
men makes it highly improbable that they will collaborate, certainly 
until both are more sensitive than now to the danger that they might 
lose the election. 

It is impossible at this point to predict who will win. It depends on 
such diverse factors as the state of the war, U. S. attitudes (real or 
presumed), the number of candidates, etc. One Vietnamese said it 
depended very much on Viet Cong policies. If the Viet Cong remained 
brutally tough, Thieu would win. If they hinted at compromise, Minh 

would win because people think the Communists are more likely to deal 
with him. 

A recent popular survey confirmed the suggestion made above: The 
man who is given the greatest chance of making peace is the one who 
will win the election. 

All this leads to the conclusion that, contrary to the hitherto prevail- 
ing belief in Washington, Thieu is not certain of victory. He has many 
assets, including organization, a reputation for stability and achievement, 
and many years of often favorable exposure. But Minh will benefit from 
the protest vote, from accumulated frustration about war and corruption, 
and from a father image unique in Vietnam. His problem will be to main- 
tain his majestic and even neutral popular image once he has to begin to 
take positions. 

Thieu apparently knows that he is in for a fight. He is hoping that 
his incumbency and readiness to work hard for his job may prove decisive 
factors. He schedules at least one and often two visits a week to the 
countryside where he has been cultivating village and provincial leaders. 

He has gained control of 15 out of 16 committee chairmanships in the 
Lower House. This, among other things, ensures sympathetic consid- 
eration of his draft election law. According to reports we heard in II 

Corps, he is ordering province chiefs to intensify their daily contacts 
with village and hamlet officials. 

Thus Thieu has clearly begun his electoral campaign in earnest and, 
in the countryside at least, he is not hesitant to use the administrative appar 
atus as his electoral machine. That means that odds must be given in his 
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favor, but he cannot be considered certain of election. He will have to 
continue to work at least as hard as he is already doing. 

The honesty of the elections will be a factor. Several people told us 
that Minh would win an honest election, but that Thieu would win this 
particular election. Both of these statements may be true, but it is also 
true that a government elected through flagrant fraud would not be an 

asset to us or to Vietnam. The results of the election thus may well 
be less important than their conduct. 

Another prevalent Washington assumption is that Minh is not capable 

of running the country or of fighting the Communists as well as Thieu. 

hi Saigon - perhaps because of its urban atmosphere and the many signs 

of Thieu s nervousness about popular attitudes - these conclusions appear 
less certain. 


If Minh can surround himself with capable and honest people and if 

he gives them their head thete is at least an even chance that he could 

give South Vietnam a popular government at least as effective as the 

present one. Much would depend on the army, which might be tempted 
to stage a coup against Minh. 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Some preliminary policy implications of this analysis are as follows: 

-- With Thieu having a genuine battle on his hands, he will be very 
reluctant to send many forces into Cambodia. He will be afraid to weaken 
his hold on the countryside since the peasants will be his principal political 
base m the election. If we ask him to send forces out of Vietnam, he may 
insist on a slow-down in Vietnamization from May to October. 

If we are at all interested in Thieu's success, we should give 
him a chance to show his desire for peace. He should not just make new 

proposals to the other side, but also make the next announcement of U. S. 
troop withdrawals. 

If we do things which will seem to be helping Thieu, as suggested 
in the two points above, we must also show our good will and serious 
attitude toward Minh by insisting at every appropriate juncture that we 
believe the institutions are more important than the individuals, and that 
U. S. opinion will not tolerate a rigged election. Minh will know that this 
is all we can now do for him, and Thieu cannot object. 
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Given the anticipated intensity of the campaign and the possibility 
of a coup if Minh wins, we should also make clear to all parties concerned 
that we believe the loser in the election should fully support the winner 
once the contest is over. 

As for Paris, it is now clear that any suggestion for reshaping 
South Vietnam's political structure to suit or even accomodate the NLF 
will find opposition among many South Vietnamese political figures out- 
side the government. This complicates our options, but should in fact 
be encouraging. Hanoi will have great difficulty finding men who sub- 
scribe to its definition of "peace, independence, and neutrality. " 
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